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The Pilier d’Or
recognizes a 
leading business 
figure, diplomat, 
or philanthropist 
for outstanding 
contributions to 
the economic and 
social links between 
North America 
and France. 

If there were a film, song, book, 
and museum that stood out in your 
early discovery of America, what 
would they be?

The novel Chesapeake by James Michener, 
for letting me discover the American 
people and U.S. history in the making, 
through the saga of American families. 

The film Zabriskie Point directed by 
Michelangelo Antonioni, for its depiction 
of America in the ‘70s and for the stunning 
beauty of America’s nature and wilderness. 

The Air and Space Museum in Washington, 
as well as the American Museum of Natural 
History in New York.

And Opera. As a New Yorker I spent most 
of my evenings in concert halls where 
I discovered the beauty of great operas 
thanks to $4 standing-only tickets.

How did American culture, and notably, 
the power to innovate in America, 
influence your career?

America, and New York particularly, 
is for me an endless source of energy and 
inspiration. I have worked here, I created 
a company here, I met my wife here, 
and my family and I still live part-time in 
New York. My professional life is dedicated 
to entrepreneurship and technology. 
I met and became friends with an entire 
generation of great technology 
entrepreneurs in the U.S.: Bill Gates, 
Steve Jobs, Steve Ballmer, I can’t name 
them all. They have been and still are 
a great source of inspiration for me. 

How were you able to bring these 
influences back to your life in France?

I consider myself an entrepreneur, 
and have always emphasized the 
entrepreneurship mindset in every 
company I’ve managed. Being an 
entrepreneur means that we grasp every 
opportunity, and we are able to adapt 
ourselves to change. I have to stay 
permanently open to change and to 
refuse all ”one size fits all” approaches. 
That is something that I have brought 
back from the U.S. 

But bear in mind that we also bring a lot 
to the U.S. from Europe! It is a constant 
exchange, even in the field of technology. 
Think about the music revolution of the 
MP3 which came from Europe, or the 
software license model that was designed 
in France in the mid ‘80s and turned 
the world’s software industry into one 
of the healthiest businesses ever!  

France has also played a key role 
in developing new technologies?

Yes indeed. France is a country that has 
an impressive engineering culture with 
illustrious mathematical graduate schools. 
In addition, since the ’60s, the government 
has seen technology as a competitive 
and differentiating factor for the country. 
This is true in IT, but also for aeronautics, 
space, defense, transports, and energy. 
All sectors where technology plays a key 
role, France also plays a leading role. 
Numerous French entrepreneurs embraced 
IT services and have created companies 
that are now among the world’s best.

Thierry Breton is Chairman and CEO 
of Atos, a global IT services leader with 
$11 billion of annual revenues. Since 
taking office in 2008, he has been a 
driving force of expansion and innovation 
for the company. Mr. Breton started 
his career in New York, where he retains 
enduring ties. After heading Thomson 
and France Télécom, Mr. Breton served 

as France’s Minister of Economy, 
Finance, and Industry from 2005–2007. 
A recognized industry leader, he taught 
at Harvard University before joining 
Atos. Mr. Breton was promoted to 
Officer of the Légion d’Honneur 
in 2008 and became Grand Officier 
of the National Order of Merit in 2012. 

Early on in your career, the United States 
played an important part in your life. 
What do you remember about your 
first stay here?

I have vivid memories of the UCLA 
campus and labs. My father was a professor 
of nuclear physics at UCLA, and the 
discovery of the incredibly open campus 
environment was for me a striking vision 
of a new world full of opportunities.
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You are now the CEO and Chairman 
of ATOS, one of the leaders in IT services, 
and among others, a partner of the 
Olympic Games. Could you tell us how 
your company’s services affect our 
IT experiences?

Our services are actually at the heart 
of the daily life of several millions of 
consumers and citizens around the world. 
Think about a nuclear plant’s control 
and command systems, the email box 
associated to your phone subscription 
plan, the real-time results of an Olympic 
record displayed on your smart phone, 
or the payment transaction when you 
shop with your credit card. Our customers 
are large enterprises or governments that 
use IT services as a critical component 
of their business or service activities.

You recently made headlines by stating 
that internal emails will be banned in 
your company by 2014. Are you trying
to swim against the stream? What 
motivated your decision? And how 
are you implementing it?

My view is that the well-being of my 
employees and the efficiency of their 
activities are actually harmed by the email 
pollution. Young people have embraced 
social media as a new natural form of 
communication and in the IT sector I have 
to recruit young engineers who cannot 
perform with outdated technologies.
I have mobilized them to design the most 
advanced technology for business social 
networks and progressively deploy 
it in the company.

In your career as a leader of giant 
high-tech companies (Bull, Thomson RCA, 
France Télécom, and now Atos), you 
decided in 2005 to enter into the public 
sector and were made Minister for 
Economy, Finance, and Industry under 
President Jacques Chirac and French 
Prime Minister Jean-Pierre Raffarin. 
What did you take away from this 
political experience?

It was a great honor for me to serve 
my country as a Minister for Economy, 
Finance, and Industry, under President 
Jacques Chirac, a man I profoundly respect. 
I discovered during my tenure a key life 
lesson that is very much embedded 
in American history and culture: nothing 
is impossible. If you have the will, the 
passion, the ambition, and if you have 
the right team, you can move mountains. 
I actually succeeded in reducing the 
country’s deficit and public debt between 
2005 and 2007. Our country managed 
to reach a budgetary primary surplus 
allowing the debt to really decline for 
the first time in France in over 30 years. 

Whether it is for a country or for 
a company, how much is access 
to different cultures and art forms 
key to development and growth?

This access to different cultures and art 
forms opens minds and horizons. This is, 
in my view, a key advantage for a country 
and a company in today’s international 
competition which, in reality, also calls 
for cooperative actions based on mutual 
respect and a clear sense of our global 
joint interests. But at the heart of these 
things there is human passion. Passion 
of individuals and passion of the teams. 
In art and in business as well.

What does the Pilier d’Or 2012 
represent for you? 

A symbol of friendship between France 
and the U.S., and recognition of what 
the Atos team is doing in the U.S.

Interview of Thierry Breton conducted 
by Jean-Christian Agid.

Thierry Breton Key Dates

1955 Born in Paris.

1979 Receives a Masters degree in 
Electrical Engineering and Computer 
Science from Supélec. 

1981 Creates the company Forma Systems 
in New York. 

1984 Publishes the sci-fi Softwar with 
Denis Beneich (éd. Robert Laffont, Paris), 
a best-seller translated in over 25 countries.

1987 Netwar, The Networks War 
(éd. Robert Laffont, Paris).

1991 The Emergence of Information Society
(éd. Odile Jacob, Paris).

1992 The End of the Geek Age (Plon, Paris).

1993 Joins the IT company Bull, as Head of 
Strategy and Development before becoming 
the Group’s CEO and Vice Chairman.

1994 Co-publishes France and The 
Knowledge Revolution with Christian Blanc 
(Plon, Paris).

1997 Appointed Chairman and CEO 
of RCA-Thomson, before being appointed 
Honorary Chairman in 2002.

2002 Appointed Chairman and CEO 
of France Télécom, before being appointed 
Honorary Chairman in 2005.

2005 Appointed Minister of the Economy, 
Finance, and Industry in the government 
of Jean-Pierre Raffarin, and under the 
Presidency of Jacques Chirac.

2007 Teaches Leadership and Corporate 
Accountability (LCA) at Harvard University 
Business School; publishes Anti Dette, 
How to Reduce the Over Spending and Major 
Indebtness of France (Plon, Paris).

2008 Appointed Chairman and CEO 
of Atos; promoted to Officer of the 
Légion d’Honneur.

2012 Becomes Grand Officier of the 
National Order of Merit.




